INTRODUCTION
Inhibin is a recently characterized gonadal glycoprotein that preferentially suppresses the production of follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH) by the anterior pituitary (for review see de Jong, 1988) . In the fe¬ male, inhibin is elaborated by ovarian granulosa cells (Cuevas, Ying, Ling et al. 1987 ; Bicsak, Cajander, Vale & Hsueh, 1988) and is present in high concen¬ trations in ovarian follicular fluid (FF) (de Jong & Sharpe, 1976; Welschen, Hermans, Dullart Si de Jong, 1977) . Treatment of ovariectomized ewes (Cummins, O'Shea, Bindon et al. 1983 ) and heifers (Ireland, Curato & Wilson, 1983; Beard, Castillo, Glencross et al. 1988 ) with steroid-free preparations of bovine FF (bFF) has been shown specifically to suppress plasma FSH levels in a dose-dependent manner, with no significant effect on plasma lutein¬ izing hormone (LH) levels. Direct evidence that this effect of bFF is due to its content of inhibin was recently provided by Findlay, Robertson & Clarke (1987) and Beard et al. (1988) who reported that administration of highly purified bovine ovarian in¬ hibin to ovariectomized ewes and heifers respec¬ tively also induced a selective suppression of plasma FSH levels without affecting LH release.
The pituitary glycoprotein hormones LH, FSH and thyrotrophin (TSH) each consist of two dissimi¬ lar subunits (a and ß) which are non-covalently linked (for review see Pierce & Parsons, 1981) .
Whilst the (X subunit is common to all three hor¬ mones, the ß subunits differ and confer the particu¬ lar biological activities of the hormones (Godine, Chin & Habener, 1980) . Anterior pituitary tissue reportedly contains an abundance of free common a subunit (Landefield, Kepa & Karsch, 1983; Parsons, Bloomfield & Pierce, 1983) which has led to the hypothesis that transcription of the respective ß subunit genes regulates the production of each ma¬ ture biologically active dimer (Pierce & Parsons, 1981) . Since the effect of inhibin on dispersed rat pituitary cells in vitro is to suppress the cellular con¬ tent and secretion of FSH selectively (Scott, Burger & Quigg, 1980; Scott & Burger, 1981; Farnworth, Robertson, de Kretser & Burger, 1988a) Thomason & Nilson, 1985) and bovine TSH-ß subunit (Maurer, Croyle & Donelson, 1984 (Knight, Castillo & Glencross, 1987) sup¬ pressed FSH production in the assav with an ED50 of 1-5-2-3 ng/ml. Plasma LH and FSH radioimmunoassays Plasma FSH concentrations were measured using the homologous radioimmunoassay described by Bolt & Rollins (1983 TSH-ß: Maurer et al. 1984) . Separation of excised cDNA insert from the nucleotide backbone was achieved by electrophoresis through a 0-8% agarose low-melting-point gel (Wieslander, 1979 (Table 1 ). The specificity of 32P-labelled cDNA probes was examined by Northern blot analysis using 5 and 10 (ig of total RNA preparation from each animal. As shown (Fig. 2) (Fig. 3) . In contrast, bFF treatment did not significantly affect levels of mRNA encoding com¬ mon a, LH-ß or TSH-ß subunits. The specific re¬ duction of FSH-ß subunit mRNA in response to bFF treatment is also evident in Fig. 2b , which shows a Northern blot of 10 (ig total RNA probed with the common a cDNA probe followed by the FSH-ß cDNA probe.
DISCUSSION
These data provide direct evidence that treatment of ovariectomized heifers with bFF, a rich source of inhibin, leads not only to a selective suppression of FSH secretion as reported previously (Ireland et 
